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PAPERS OF THE AMERICAN SCHOOL OF CLASSICAL 
STUDIES AT ATHENS. 

EXCAVATIONS IN THE ERETRIAN THEATRE IN 1894. 

[Plate xix.] 



The work of excavation in and about the theatre at Eretria 
during the month of May, 1894, was entrusted by the Director, 
Professor Richardson, to Professor Phillips and myself. "While 
the former was engaged in uncovering the temple, the workmen 
under my direction cleared away the earth from about the stone 
structure to the southwest of the scena-building (B), and sank 
trial trenches immediately behind the scena. The stone structure 
proved to be an altar. No indications were found that a stoa or 
other accessory buildings had ever existed in this part of the 
Dionysus precinct. During the second week our workmen were 
all employed on the temple. Then a trench was sunk from the 
northeast corner of the temple in the direction of the theatre. 
Foundation walls were found, which were recognized at once as 
belonging to the west wing of the scena, restored conjecturally in 
Mr. Fossum's plan (Am. Joue. Aech. vii (1891), Plate xi). 
Much encouraged by this discovery, we employed from this time 
on as many men as could work to advantage in the narrow space 
south of the ruins of the cavea and west of the scena. The found- 
ations lay so near the surface and progress was so rapid that we 
reached the west parodos several days before the close of the cam- 
paign. Unfortunately the point about which the greatest interest 
centered, the parodos itself, was so deeply buried under the mass 
of heavy stones and earth that had fallen at the collapse of the 
sustaining wall of the cavea, that only a beginning was made of 
a work of which the completion might prove of considerable im- 
portance for the understanding of this interesting theatre. 
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The west wing of the scena (Plate xix). The ground plan of 
the west wing of the scena has been completely recovered. That 
of the east wing may now be safely restored in its general out- 
lines to correspond, since the dimensions of length and depth are 
the same. The rear wall of the west wing extends 10.50 m. from 
the point where it leaves the outer wall of the main building, then 
bends to meet the wall of the parodos, making an obtuse angle at 
the southwest corner. The foundation course alone remains, laid 
almost on the surface and carelessly put together of irregular 
stones of different material. Judging from the inferior workman- 
ship, this wing must be of very late construction. As the wall 
approaches the parodos, the foundations go deeper, are heavier 
and more carefully fitted. The depth at the entrance to the 
parodos is 1.68 m. The front wall of the west wing is formed by 
a continuation of the scaenae from, which runs parallel to the wall 
of the parodos. 

In the irregular quadrilateral space enclosed by the walls just 
described are various remains. One meter from the main build- 
ing is a short fragment of a transverse wall, and 2 m. further 
another, of which 1.70 m. are preserved. Then comes a circular 
structure (marked E in the plan) 3.38 m. in diameter, which breaks 
into the boundary wall at this point. Of this two courses remain; 
the lower, formed of small stones closely laid in a circle, and above 
it a course of poros cut to a circle on the outside and forming 
a regular hexagon within. This probably served as a foundation 
for a circular building of some sort, possibly a choregic monu- 
ment. There is no evidence of its use as a cistern, such as have 
been found in several theatres in connection with the scena build- 
ing. 1 A little further to the west is a base 1.97 m. square (F in 
plan), formed of four slabs of black marble neatly dressed and 
joined with z clamps. The orientation of this base, which forms 
an angle with both of the adjacent boundary Avails, but is in align- 
ment with the stylobate which extends to the westward, prompts 
the suggestion that this wing was open on the south and west, at 
least that part of it which lies beyond the second transverse wall. 
In this case it was rather a portico than an enclosed room. The 

'MiiuiK, Buhnenalteithamer, p. 38, n. 2; Papers of the American School 
(1886-90), p. 14. 
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shallow and weak foundations lend further probability to this 
suggestion. If this is true, the large base supported the first 
and most imposing of the long series of monuments described 
in the next paragraph. Lastly, in this wing lies the peculiar 
structure found in 1891, considerably below the level of the 
other remains. Its purpose is still unexplained. The hy- 
pothesis advanced by Mr. Fossum (I. c. p. 253), that " here may 
have been ramps ascending to the proscenium, side by side with 
the parodos into the orchestra, as at Sicyon and Epidaurus," 
must be rejected. In the first place the parallel walls are too 
•close together (width 0.46 m.) Besides, the conditions at Eretria 
:are entirely different from those at Epidaurus and at Sicyon. The 
level of the scena (or proscenium) is reached from the outside 
without the need of ramps or steps. Ramps were necessary only 
when the scena or proscenium was elevated above the surround- 
ing ground. 

The stylobate. "Westward from the southwest corner of the 
west wing extends in an oblique direction a stylobate of poros 
20 m. long and 1.20 m. wide. Standing upon this foundation at 
irregular intervals were found four marble bases of various size 
and workmanship (D D D). That these bases were for the support 
of columns is shown by the fact that all but one have circular sink- 
ings in the centre, from one of which a fragment of an unfluted 
column still projects. No two of these bases are alike. Three 
others lie beyond the stylobate, resting on the earth, but in situ, 
forming a line that curves gradually to the north as if to encircle 
the cavea. Still another was found north of the stylobate, but it 
probably rested upon it originally. The last of the series is also 
the largest, 1.28 m. square at the bottom, continuing, after an 
inset, .91 m. square. Some of the other bases may also have 
borne square pillars. It is clear that here was no stoa, which we 
had expected to find, but a series of commemorative monuments 
and avadrjfiaTa belonging to the theatre precinct. Fragments of 
■choregic inscriptions found here place this beyond doubt. Many 
fragments of unfluted monolithic marble columns were found be- 
tween the stylobate and the theatre, but they varied in size and 
could not have belonged to a colonnade. A very large shaft of 
this kind was found lying in such a position as to suggest that it 
had fallen from the cavea. It may have belonged to the doorway 
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of the upper entrance to the auditorium, set in the avakyppa. A 
number of copper coins, fragments of capitals, mouldings, and 
architectural terracotta fragments were also found here. 

The trap oh 01. The wall of the west parodos was uncovered, 
but not the parodos itself. The wall is not so well preserved as 
that of the east parodos, which was excavated in the spring of 
1892. Hence it will be necessary to mention the most interesting 
characteristics of the latter in order to illustrate and explain the 
former. 

The east parodos is 4.80 m. wide at the end next to the orches- 
tra. The parodos wall was of marble slabs, neatly dressed and 
joined, resting on a foundation of poros. The marble blocks are 
in position only toward the outer entrance. The poros found- 
ations are laid on an incline, as is the a,vdX7)fi,/Mi opposite. Three 
meters from the entrance a marble sill 1.25 m. wide is still in 
position. It is dressed only on the upper edge, the rest having 
been covered by the earth of the floor of the parodos. The floor 
level at the sill is 1.25 m. above the orchestra. From the sill to 
the entrance the former earth-line may be distinctly traced on the 
marble, which is dressed only above this line. This rough line 
slopes upward from the sill to the cross-wall against which the 
parodos wall abuts, just reaching the level of the flat foundation 
stone of the former. This stone projects a little into the parodos, 
and shows a rough end, as if it had been broken off. It may 
have been a sill which lay at the entrance of the parodos. At 
any rate the original floor of the parodos at this point reached the 
level of this stone, which is 1.70 m. above the orchestra — a very 
considerable incline in a parodos 15 m. long. The original level 
of the ground east of the theatre cannot be ascertained, but it was 
probably not much higher than this. 

The west parodos exhibits the same general characteristics. 
The poros foundation is preserved and several meters of the mar- 
ble front. The foundation is not continuous, however, but stops 
5.65 m. from the entrance, continuing .80 m. higher up. No sill 
was found in this wall, but it undoubtedly existed where this 
break occurs. From this point on, the slanting rough line on 
the marble is as distinctly marked as on the other side. Where 
it ends, the foundation stone of the cross-wall extended some .60 m. 
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into the parodos, but was cut away by the workmen, who thought 
it to be the layer of hard lime encountered around the temple. 
The level of the parodos floor at the entrance was 1.81 m. above 
the orchestra — a little higher than in the east parodos. The level 
of the ground outside is given by the stylobate — about 3.45 m. 
above the orchestra. If the same grade was continued, the paro- 
dos reached the outer level about half way down the stylobate. 
No traces of a door at the entrance to the parodos were found. 
In the accompanying plans (Fig. 38) I have indicated the earth-line 
on the face of the wall, the sills in the wall itself, and the inclina- 
tion of the parodoi from the bend beyond the proscenium. 
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Fig. 38.— The East and West Pakodoi. 

These sloping parodoi confirm the explanation given by Mr. 
Fossum and Dr. Dorpfeld of the peculiar construction of this 
theatre. At the time of the old scena (fifth or fourth century) 
the spectators sat or stood on the almost level ground to the 
north. When the theatre was rebuilt the scena was left standing 
but enlarged, and the orchestra was hollowed out, furnishing the 
earth for the mound of the auditorium. The only alternative was 
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to haul the necessary earth from a distance, as at Mantinea, or to 
construct the auditorium of solid masonry. The existence of the 
temple near by precluded the removal of the theatre to the slope 
of the acropolis. The result was not only the sloping parodoi, 
but the elevation of the scena-building 3.46 m. above the orches- 
tra. This would have been avoided only by the excavation to the 
same depth of the ground under the scena-building, which would 
have been costly and in many, ways inconvenient. The result of 
this peculiar construction was that the chorus had to make a 
descent from their dressing-rooms before they could appear in 
the orchestra. What means were provided for this descent ? 

Means of communication between scena and orchestra. After the 
excavations of the first season the only connection that appeared 
between the dressing-rooms and the orchestra was the large 
vaulted passage under the scena. It was quite natural that this 
peculiar arrangement should be explained by the necessity of a 
means of communication between the upper and lower levels. 
Mr. Fossum, it is true, claimed that this was the simplest solution 
of the problem, the only other alternative being a flight of steps 
over the face of the proscenium, which was rightly rejected as 
impossible. But doubtless no one who has seen the theatre has 
been fully satisfied either with this explanation of the purpose of 
the huge and carefully built passage, or with the theory that the 
architect of the theatre consulted so little the convenience of the 
persons for whom he was building. For the entrance to the pas- 
sage lies outside of the scena. 2 It would have been necessary for 
the chorus, 3 after donning their costumes, to leave the scena alto- 
gether, and, if their entrance was to be made from the parodos, 
to encircle the scena to the right or to the left: otherwise (the 
rare occurrence) to descend the steps back of the scena, pass 
through the passage, and appear through the central door of the 
proscenium. This is hardly conceivable. The purpose of the 
vaulted passage must receive another explanation. I can only 
suggest that it may have been used for the iro^irai of priests, 

2 This objection was pointed out by Mr. Gardner, J. H. S. 1892-3, p. 146, and 
by Mr. Loring, J. H. S., Supplement I, p. 94. 

3 Although this passage may have been constructed after the fourth century, 
there was just as much need as ever of providing for the chorus in tragedy and the 
satyr-drama. 
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choregi, public officials, actors, and choruses, who entered the 
theatre in pomp and circumstance at the festivals after the sacri- 
fice at the altar. 

The doors in the parodoi suggest what is at once the simplest, 
and, in my opinion, the actual solution of the main question. 
These doors provided for the entrance of the actors from 
the sides. But, for those who refuse to accept Dr. Dorpfeld's 
theory of the stage, they have no significance whatever un- 
less they were to be used by the chorus for a like purpose. 
Hence there must have been corresponding doors in the 
front walls of the two wings. It will be seen that by such 
an arrangement the descent of 3.46 m. was made perfectly 
convenient even for buskined feet. By means of the sloping 
parodoi about 1.25 m. of this descent was accomplished. An 
«qual amount could have been made by ramps in the wings slop- 
ing in the opposite direction and the balance by ramps or steps in 
the space between the parallel walls. Or, on the other hand, the 
whole remaining descent of something over 2 m. could have been 
accomplished by flights of steps in the wings or between the 
parallel walls. Further excavation might throw light on this 
question. Meanwhile it can hardly be doubted that in one of the 
two ways suggested provision was made for the descent of the 
■choreutae from the dressing-rooms to the parodoi without the 
necessity of their going out of the building. On the compar- 
atively rare occasions of their entrance from the central door 
{which, by the way, was utterly impossible in this theatre if the 
proscenium was a stage), the latter half of the descent was made 
between the parallel walls instead of in the parodoi 

The Eretrian Theatre and the Stage Question. So far I have avoided 
as far as possible all controverted points in the interpretation of 
this theatre, which has been called into evidence by both parties 
to the controversy concerning the elevated stage. I should not 
now go beyond the strict requirements of my report of the recent 
excavations had not the fairness of Mr. Fossum's report been 
called in question by Mr. Gardner (J. H. S. 1892-3, p. 146). He 
objects that Mr. Fossum, in his zeal to defend the new theory, 
entirely overlooked the fact that the elevated scena, opening 
directly upon the proscenium without a change of level, was a 
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strong argument for the use of the proscenium as a stage for 
actors. But Mr. Gardner seems to have entirely overlooked the 
fact that the chorus of fifteen persons had to descend to the lower 
level in any case. The descent of three additional persons in- 
volved no greater difficulty. One might as well bring against 
the old view the objection that the actors would have had to 
ascend from the dressing-rooms, which in most theatres were not 
elevated above the orchestra, to the high proscenium. The ele- 
vated scena at Eretria, therefore, can give no comfort to either 
party. On the other hand the tunnel in the orchestra gives an 
unanswerable argument for the appearance of actors in the 
orchestra. This argument cannot be set aside by showing how 
easy it would have been for actors to appear on top of the pros- 
cenium, nor by referring to the uncertainty as regards the date 
of its construction. 4 It was built before the stone proscenium 
and its structure points to a good Greek period. 5 It may be 
assigned with probability to the period of the reconstruction of 
the theatre. It need not excite surprise that the orchestra should 
still have been used by actors down to (perhaps) the Christian 
era. The only reason for the elevation of the stage in Roman 
times was the necessity of using the inner half of the orchestra 
for seating purposes. This necessity seems never to have arisen 
at Eretria. 6 Therefore the orchestra remained the most suitable 
place for the performance of both actors and chorus. "When the 
Roman stage appeared it was made deep enough to accommodate 
the chorus as well as the actors. There is no reason to believe 
that the two classes of players were ever separated by a difference 
of level in the Greek theatre any more than in the Roman. 

Returning once more to the tunnel, it must be accepted as evi- 
dence that actors appeared in the orchestra in Eretria at a period 

* Weissmann, Die scenische Auffuhrung der griechischen Dramen des 5. Jahr- 
hunderts, p. 11, says: "Man ist einerseits uber die Zeit der Entstehung desselben 
nicht einig." But, so far as I know, Dr. Dorpfeld alone has expressed an author- 
itative opinion on the subject. 

6 So Dr. Dorpfeld, cf. A. j. a. 1891, p. 277. Eossum's dating of the stone pros- 
cenium in the first century B. c. is of course entirely conjectural. See ibid, p. 264. 

6 I judge from the fact alone that a low Roman stage was never erected here. 
This would not prevent the erection of a row of thrones on the level of the orchestra, 
as at Oropos, and, probably, at Eretria. See Mr. Bromi sin's report, A. J. A. 1891, 
p. 275. 
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possibly not far removed from the age of Vitruvius, at a time when 
a Vitruvian proscenium, whether of wood or of stone, was standing. 
Fortunately this tunnel cannot be explained away as having been 
used for drainage purposes 7 or for gladiatorial exhibitions. The 
objection has been made, 8 it is true, that it cannot be proved that 
this tunnel was ever used in connection with dramatic perform- 
ances. Neither can it be proved that this proscenium, the scena, 
the theatre itself, were ever used for dramatic performances. But 
the presumption in this case amounts to a certainty. The burden 
of proof lies heavily on him who challenges the position taken by 
Mr. Brownson 9 in the official report of this discovery [A. J. A. 
789, p. 266 if.) The tunnels found at Sicyon, Magnesia, and 
Tralles, considered separately, might with some reason have been 
considered doubtful evidence ; but supported by the structure at 
Eretria, which is in perfect preservation and whose purpose is 
clear, they should be accepted as the solution of a problem for 
whose answer archaeologists and students of the Greek drama had 
long been waiting. 

Edward Capps. 



7 Dumon, Le Logeion, Paris, 1894, p. 18. ; cf. Okhmichbn, W. f. kl. Phil., 1892, 
col 1141. 

f By Dr. Earle, in a paper an abstract of which is found in the Fourteenth An- 
nual Report of the Arch. Inst, of America, p. 61, ( 1892-3. ) 

9 Apart from the extremely improbable suggestion that this tunnel may have 
served as the cave in the Cyclops and Philoctetes, I. c. p. 278. The most significant 
passage from the dramas for the illustration of the use of the tunnel by actors is frag. 
227 (Nauck) of the Sisyphus of Aeschylus, first pointed out by Wecklein. 
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